With Peasants And Workers
1918
SOON AFTER the Congress session, Gandhi proceeded to Champaran
to resume the constructive work. But he had to leave it to others
and rush back to Ahrnedabad in February 1918, in response to an
appeal made by Anasuyabehn on behalf of the textile workers.
During the latter half of 1917 Ahmedabad was visited by plague
of a virulent type. Just by way of inducement to stay and work, the
millowners had been giving for some months to their weavers a daily
bonus of twelve annas to a rupee over and above their daily wages of
which the monthly average was Rs. 23. When the plague was over,
the employers attempted to withdraw the bonus, though the prices
of commodities had gone up considerably. Gandhi was in a delicate
situation. The rich men of Ahmedabad used to contribute towards
the expenses of the ashram. Ambalal Sarabhai, who led the fray on
behalf of the millowners of Ahmedabad, had friendly relations with
Gandhi. The saving grace was that Anasuyabehn was pitted against
her brother and had stoutly espoused the workers' cause.
The dispute was referred to arbitration, Gandhi, Shankarlal Banker,
and Vallabhbhai Patel, acting as the representatives of weavers,
and Sheth Ambalal Sarabhai together with Sheth Jagabhai and
Chandulal Chimanlal representing the millowners. Mr. Ghatfield,
the collector, was chosen to act as umpire. But before the committee
could commence its work, the unwilling millowners declared a
lock-out on February 22, in which they persisted till March n.
When they opened the mills, it was the turn of the weavers to
go on strike. They wanted fifty per cent increase in their wages.
But the millowners had offered the small increment of twenty per
cent, pointing out that in Bombay the weavers' monthly average
did not exceed Rs. 28. GandH, after careful investigation^ thought
thirty-five percent to be a reasonable mean and persuaded the weavers
to accept it They obeyed, but the millowneft remained adamant